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The s i t e  of the Bat t le  of Great Bridge i s  located on both s ides  of 
the Albet~nrle and Chesapeake Canal within the present corporate l i m i t s  of 
Chesapeake. Route 168 cuts  through the area on a north-south ax is  and runs 
over the s i t e  of the colonial  bridge and causeway f o r  which the b a t t l e  was 
named. To the west of the s i t e  of the causeway lay a small is land on 
which the 1781 star-shaped Br i t i sh  f o r t  was located, an area now probably 
destroyed by the canal. North of the Great Bridge is a knoll  believed t o  
be the s i t e  of Lord Dunmore's 1775 f o r t ,  where archaeological remains may be 
in tac t .  It was from t h i s  f o r t  tha t  Br i t i sh  so ld ie rs  marched south across 
the Great Bridge to  confront American pa t r io t s  entrenched on dry ground 
beyond. Although many modern intrusions d i s turb  the area adjacent t o  the 
Great Bridge, the b a t t l e f i e l d  r e t a in s  i ts  o r ig ina l  marshland character.  
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The s t r a t eg i c  importance of the "Great Bridge" across  the South Branch 
of Elizabeth River led the  Br i t i sh  t o  f o r t i f y  the posi t ion i n  1775, and 
again i n  1781 when t h e i r  troops, under General Benedict Arnold, occupied 
Norfolk and Portsmouth. The bridge i t s e l f  was but the  cen t r a l  portion of 
a causeway which car r ied  t r a f f i c  over approximately 360 yards of marsh and 
open water. I t  was a v i t a l  l i nk  i n  the  land route t o  Norfolk. The 
Village of Great Bridge had thr iven a s  a transshipping point  fo r  the naval- 
s t o r e s  and wooden-wares t rade of the  Great D i s m a l  Swamp. 

During the  autumn of 1775, Governor Dunmore's troops made several  
forays i n t o  the countryside of Norfolk and Princess Anne County fo r  the 
purpose of capturing rebel  cannon, and generally t o  "show the flag." There 
was considerable l o y a l i s t  sympathy i n  the  extreme south-east portion of 
Virginia during the l a s t  months before the Declaration of Independence. 
The accuracy of the  Governor's in te l l igence  information a t t e s t s  t o  the 
f a c t  t h a t  many persons -- and no t  only the numerous Scott  merchants -- had, 
a s  y e t ,  been unable t o  overcome the a l legiances  of a l i fe- t ime.  

The b r i e f  but,  fo r  the  Br i t i sh ,  shnguinary Bat t l e  of Great Bridge was 
fought on December 9,  1775. Witnesses t o  t h i s ,  the f i r s t  pitched b a t t l e  
of the Revolution i n  Virginia,  observed: "the vas t  effusion of blood on 
the bridge,  and i n  the  fo r t , "  a s  wel l  a s  the "many bodies ca r r ied  out of 
the f o r t  t o  be interred." The ca sua l t i e s  were Br i t i sh  o r  Loyalist ,  P a t r i o t  
losses  being l imited t o  the  wounding of one man. Crown forces abandoned 
the f o r t  a t  Great Bridge and other  entrenchments. Their posi t ion a t  
Norfolk was no longer tenable: the  land route  t o  the.borough was open, 
Dunmore's regulars  had suffered ser ious  losses ,  and, perhaps most 
important, the Loyal is ts  were thoroughly demoralized. Many of the l a t t e r  
f l ed  the  region a s  the  Governor's forces  withdrew t o  ships  i n  Norfolk 
Harbor. 

Governor Dunmore maintained a semblance of Royal au thor i ty  i n  the Old 
Dominion during the  winter and spr ing of 1776. H i s  e f f o r t s ,  given the  
weakened Br i t i sh  mi l i t a ry  posi t ion,  were arrogant.  He publ ical ly  portrayed 
the  Virginians a s  savages, and continually attempted t o  i n c i t e  the  s e r v i l e  
population t o  revol t .  The des t ruc t ive  N e w  Year's Day bombardment of 
Norfolk was a prelude t o  numerous predatory expeditions against  the  planta- 
t ions  and shipping of Lower Tidewater. These e f f o r t s  were sel f -defeat ing 
i n  t h a t  they a l ienated many addi t iona l  Virginians from t h e i r  a l legiance t o  
the  C r a m .  The f i n a l  withdrawal of Br i t i sh  forces from the Chesapeake 
coincided with the  publ icat ion i n  Virginia of the Declaration of 
Independence. 

The Br i t i sh  returned t o  Virginia i n  force  l a t e  i n  the  for 
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Independence. Great Bridge was f o r t i f i e d  again. The Queen's Rangers -- a 
leading Loyalist un i t  -- was stationed a t  the newly established posit ion.  
Their commanding o f f i ce r ,  John Graves Simcoe, served the Crown with d i s t i n c t i o  
during the War. He would l a t e r  be appointed the f i r s t  Lieutenant Governor 
of Upper Canada. 

The Great Bridge b a t t l e f i e l d  s i t e  is s ign i f ican t  a s  a landmark t o  
~ i r g i n i a ' s  r o l e  i n  the American Revolution, for  i n  t h i s  marshy locat ion took 
place the f i r s t  armed conf l i c t  between Br i t i sh  so ld ie rs  and the colony's 
pa t r io t  forces.  Archaelogical excavation i n  the area of Dunmoress f o r t  might 
provide important information regarding the f o r t ' s  exact location and the 
a c t i v i t y  t ha t  took place there.  Br i t i sh  so ld ie rs  a r e  believed to  be buried 
i n  the marsh, and the w e t  conditions here a r e  condusive t o  the preservation of 
remains. 




